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A note on the text: 

 

All pronouns used were what the interviewees asked me to use at the time of writing, but that may have changed since publication. Although I have endeavoured to make this book inclusive throughout, it has been written from my own limited perspective and I cannot claim to represent all lesbian/bi identities. Please refer to the final pages for a further reading list on books written about LGBTQ+ culture and queerness from other authors.
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Preface

Close your eyes and think of the word ‘lesbian’. Roll it around on your tongue for a moment: L-E-S-B-I-A-N. What does the word conjure up? If you’d asked me that ten or fifteen years ago, a few things may have sprung to mind. Vegan lentil recipes and weird ethical sandals, perhaps. Hairy armpits and U-Hauled couples with their two cats, Kathleen and Hanna. Nut milks and moon cups and scissoring. Plaid shirts and IKEA trips and dungarees made from hemp. Basically, anything that sits at the other end of ‘fun’ and ‘glamour’ in the eyes of the mainstream. If gay men have historically been fetishised as flamboyant, fun-loving, promiscuous divas, lesbians are the opposite. We’re the sexless killjoys of the LGBTQ party. The ones who’d rather stay at home building DIY shelves and organising our rune stones than, I don’t know, going out and having fun. (Many of these stereotypes absolutely apply to me by the way, but only when I say so myself and only when they’re celebrated). 

Culture-wise, bi and pan women arguably have it even worse. Again, if you’d asked me what the word ‘bisexual’ conjured up a decade or so ago, I’d have probably thought about pornos and purple hair and Megan Fox’s character in Jennifer’s Body, the one where she plays a manipulative vampire with an unquenchable thirst for blood (iconic, yes, but hardly representative of bisexuals across the board.) Outside of that, bisexual women have been stereotyped as sex-obsessed and attention-seeking, confused and indecisive, even by lesbians themselves (especially by lesbians themselves). People have a hard time accepting that bisexual women, as an orientation, exist. According to monosexuals, they’re either straight women who are drunk / ‘having a bit of a moment’ or else gay women only halfway out of the closet. To be bisexual is to be a human bridge, apparently. 

Over the past few years, however, there’s been a subtle yet tangible shift. One that’s hard to pinpoint and even harder to describe. The culture of queer women is no longer, perhaps, something to be whispered or winced at in public. The culture of queer women is everywhere. It’s Kristen Stewart in a backwards cap sticking her middle finger up at the paps. It’s Janelle Monáe showing up on the red carpet in assless chaps and a butt-length plait. It’s Hunter Schafer and all her different coloured eyeshadows. It’s slicked-back hair and cheekbones and vests and monochrome and popped collars. It’s tarot cards and lunch dates with exes and shout-typing ‘SPIT IN MY MOUTH’ at any woman celeb pictured wearing a tailored tux. It’s Whoopi Goldberg saying she’s never loved any of her husbands. It’s Justin Bieber getting married. It’s Gillian Anderson playing a sex therapist. It’s describing something as ‘really dykey’ and feeling the spiky consonants sit satisfyingly in your mouth, because everyone wants to look dykey, don’t they? To look ‘dykey’ is to wear cut-off denims and scuffed Vans while carrying a leather sex bench into the home you share with your lover, like Cara Delevingne and Ashley Benson. To look ‘dykey’ is to look like you know what to do with your hands. 

None of this is to say that the culture of queer women itself has improved or expanded or ‘turned cool’, or whatever. Lesbian and bi culture has always existed. We’ve always been stylish and horny and campy in our own ways, long before this generation of queers and the generations before them existed. No, the shift exists in the way lesbian and bi culture is beginning to trickle into the mainstream, now so more than ever. Our inner language, our lowkey signifiers, our private way of being is – to some degree, although not completely – being pushed out into the wider public sphere. Our identities are now often esteemed as much as they were once disparaged. As the lesbian culture writer Jill Gutowitz told Buzzfeed in 2019: ‘If I had been tweeting about how hot Miley Cyrus was in 2009, my friends would’ve been like, “Ew, you fucking dyke!” and I would’ve deleted it and cried. Now that we’re allowed to talk about it publicly and have thousands of other people on Twitter agree with us, the thirst is pouring out of us in these violent outbursts.’

This is an era in which queer women are helping to shape modern pop culture – just as they always have done. If gay men and drag queens can in a roundabout way be credited with the current Kardashian aesthetic – hyper femininity, big hair, arched eyebrows – queer women can be seen as the ones injecting a campy butchness, a queer sensibility, a certain dykey vibe into pop culture’s lexicon. Just take a look at Samira Wiley on the cover of Stylist, hair shaved, fresh turtleneck, eyes raised to meet yours. Take a look at Rachel Weisz striding towards Olivia Colman before choking her against the bedpost in The Favourite. Pay close attention to Zendaya, slumped over and staring moodily from beneath a burgundy hoodie in Euphoria. We might even say that some of the most lusted after poster boys of this generation – Harry Styles, Timothée Chalamet, Justin Bieber – take cues from the style and substance of queer women. Lean in a little closer, and these floppy-haired, cheek-boned cis men start to look remarkably like soft butches. As queer scholar and activist Marie Cartier pointed out way back in 2003: ‘A traditional stereotype of butch women is that they are acting like men — I think the opposite is the case. It is the New Man, which emerged after the Second World War, who acts like a woman — a butch woman.’

I wrote this book in part because I’m interested in how this shift occurred. How lesbian and bi culture (which can be viewed as two separate things, while also being inextricably interlinked) went from something coded and covert and word-of-mouth to something we see on the red carpet, on Buzzfeed listicles, smattered across our iPhone screens and timelines and in magazines. How lesbian and bi culture went from being the butt of everyone’s joke (even within the gay community), to all your straight mates suddenly cutting in homemade mullets and wearing thumb rings and calling Meryl Streep ‘Daddy’. How lesbian and bi culture went from being something you associate with those two middle-aged ‘aunts’ in your mum’s village with the spiked frosted tips, to having screenwriter Lena Waithe grace the cover of Vanity Fair in a white tee and chain, shoulders hunched and casual, eyes staring straight into the camera with what I can only describe as a ‘powerful lesbian expression’. Maybe even more than that, I wanted to try to get to the heart of what it means to be lesbian or bi today, culturally. As a teenager, I pored over whatever queer stuff I could get hold of. Marvelled at Paris Is Burning. Savoured the taste of Susan Sontag’s seminal text Notes on Camp. Cackled out loud during hungover mornings watching Party Monster. Spent my uni years having strong emotions about each and every contestant on RuPaul’s Drag Race. But these brilliant, sparkling portals into LGBTQ culture were, more often than not, focused on men. The culture of queer women has always been harder to access; required a heavier dose of effort and detective work and reading between the lines. The texts I did come across about queer women were often hefty academic things, or based in a kind of classic American conservative lesbiandom that felt quite distant from my own. 

Of course, just because lesbian and bi culture has always been rare to see in the mainstream doesn’t mean that it has ever been flimsy or insubstantial. As with all queer communities, the culture of queer women was born on the ground – out of clubs and codes and social circles. I learned more about queer culture from stumbling into an East End gay bar – surrounded by girls with septum rings, girls with their limbs propped up in right angles at the bar, girls staring daggers at their exes’ new lovers – than I did from anything I saw on TV or at the cinema. These spaces were integral: they offered escapism and communality in real, physical ways, separate from the outside world. Outside of clubbing, it was about what friends were into, the way they’d dress, the things we’d say to each other. Later, it was how we existed online. Either way, wherever that space was forged – online, offline, in the club or out of the club – the culture always came from queer people, it was always moulded in our form. 

When pop culture gets it right, then, it acts as a mirror being held up to a queer reality cultivated on the ground. We don’t love Robyn’s ‘Dancing On My Own’ just because we collectively decided to. We love it because it feels familiar. We love it because it’s steely and glittering and imbued with a kind of euphoria and unrequited longing that we recognise in ourselves, as queer people. ‘Dancing On My Own’ is the sound of queerness, not the other way round. You could say the same thing about much of queer culture. 

My life would end up being shaped and ultimately changed by the culture of queer women. As a kid I dressed like a soft butch baby-dyke – ‘boy’s’ jeans, big T-shirts, jagged dark hair like Mowgli. I liked playing football, skateboarding, swapping Pokémon cards, kicking around abandoned houses. My friends and I would race down hills and spray Lynx cans at lighter flames and break into school at the weekends so that we could kickflip down the smooth cement steps that poured across the playground like charcoal liquid. I was, to all intents and purposes, a ‘tomboy’, though I bristled at the label myself. I hadn’t yet stepped into my queerness, maybe hadn’t even recognised it, but I knew that the way I held myself, the way I existed in my body, the way I related to other genders, had an oddness about it in comparison to a lot of other girls my age. 

As is the case with so many of us, this oddness was quickly flattened out of me once I reached my teenage years and had to swallow an alarming dose of compulsory heterosexuality. I speak more on this later in the book, but I think there’s a time in your life – thirteen, fourteen – when the world-at-large starts to really hammer down on the idea that you need to be desirable; your value as a person becomes based on your attractiveness to the opposite sex, specifically. This might not be the 1950s anymore, but to be a palatable woman is still to be femme, submissive and to adhere to a certain version of the male gaze. I grew my hair out then, shoved myself awkwardly into push-up bras and figure-strangling dresses, nursed crushes on boys because that’s what teenage girls are supposed to do, right before we find a man who wants to keep us and marry us and raise healthy, bouncing, heterosexual children of our own.

Discovering and immersing myself in lesbian and bi culture in my early twenties, then, was like going back to how I was when I was a kid, back before I became encumbered with what I was ‘supposed’ to be like. There’s an authenticity that sits right at the heart of queer culture that makes it inherently appealing. The things that society teaches you to hate about yourself – the way you cross your legs on a chair, the way T-shirts hang on your body, the stuff that holds your attention – queer culture more readily embraces. Within the culture of lesbians especially, the male gaze – the idea that you should dress and act a certain way to appease men – is taken out almost entirely. It’s simply not there. And what you have left is space, endless free space to be yourself. Without sounding sickeningly sincere, when I found queer culture I definitely found myself again.

This book, then, is a love letter of sorts to the modern culture of queer women and – where relevant – non-binary people (I mention non-binary people here and in instances throughout because, as I explore later on in the book, non-binary lesbians exist, as do non-binary bi folk, as do non-binary people who partly – although not completely – identify with aspects of womanhood or dykeness). This is not an academic rehashing of the past. I’m not a historian or theorist – there are plenty of bold, in-depth queer history books out there already, many of which I have listed at the end of this book. It’s also not the whole jigsaw, but more like a piece of it. Because when it comes to lesbian and bi culture, there has never been one singular narrative, in the same way that not all straight people like to drink WKD or get married by thirty or have strong feelings about Paul Mescal and Adam Driver. My experience is UK based: I grew up in east London, spent almost my whole life here. I’m also in my twenties, at a very specific time in history, meaning a lot of the interviews and references in this book reflect the time and location I’m coming from. My understanding of queer culture is going be very different to that of the next person, and very different to that of those who came before me. 

With that in mind, this can be viewed as my contribution. This is everything I’ve learned as a queer woman about queer culture. Everything that others have taught me. The world of nightlife. Our pop music. Our style and signifiers. How we’ve been represented on TV and in film. How we gather online. What it’s like to date as a lesbian or bisexual person. What it’s like to lose your mind. What being a ‘lesbian’ or ‘queer’ or ‘bi’ even means right now, at a time when ideas about gender and identity and intimacy are loosening up and expanding; how queer culture fits into that, how any of us manage to fit into anything and whether we even want to.

I spoke to countless lesbian and bi people for this book, young and old, heard their stories and gathered their perspectives. They told me their versions of romance. They told me their versions of style. How they came out and how they learned to express themselves. How their queerness was a gift, then a curse, then a gift again. Each and every story diverges and overlaps somehow, including my own; some of them contradict each other. This is my attempt to sew the whole thing together.
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